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Abstract
This project examines how a service-learning project helped future English language
(EL) teachers grow. TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages) students
planned and implemented an afterschool program to support young English learners at Estabrook
Elementary. Using Piaget's theory of constructivism, this hands-on, real-world learning
opportunity allowed EMU students to construct their own understanding and reflect on the
experience. TESOL students first developed an after school EL program and put into practice
their own lessons. Then, through reflection journals and critical discussions, students used
metacognitive strategies to strengthen their expertise. As the ‘students turned teachers’ reflected
on their learning, they grew as EL teachers in ways they would not have without this program.
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Effects of a Service-Learning Experience on English Language Teacher Development

This project examines how a service-learning project in which TESOL (Teaching English
to Speakers of Other Languages) students plan and implement an afterschool English Learner
(EL) program at Estabrook Elementary helps future EL teachers grow. Using Piaget's theory of
constructivism, this hands-on, real-world learning opportunity allows Eastern Michigan
University (EMU) students to produce knowledge and form meaning based upon their
experiences. The use of this learning theory throughout this learning opportunity indicates that
individuals construct their own understanding and knowledge of the world, through experiencing
things and reflecting on those experiences. This service-learning opportunity first asks Eastern
TESOL students to develop and put into practice their own lessons. Then, through the use of a
reflection journal and discussions, EMU students are able to strengthen their expertise by using
metacognitive strategies to think about their learning. When the EMU students turned teachers
think about their own learning, they are growing as future EL teachers in ways they would not
without the implementation of this authentic contextual program and the subsequent selfreflection. The combination of application in a real-life context, and the reflection which follows,
creates a learning experience which cannot be outdone in terms of how it develops future English
Language teachers.
Defining Service-Learning
A quick Google search of “what does service-learning mean in college?” can pull
2,720,000,000 results in less than a second. However, the University of Washington describes it
best. They define service-learning as “referring to learning that actively involves students in a
wide range of experiences, which often benefit others and the community, while also advancing

EFFECTS OF A SERVICE-LEARNING EXPERIENCE

4

the goals of a given curriculum” (Hays, 2012). The University of Washington further elaborates
on service-learning by giving it six defining qualities; integrative, reflective, contextualized,
strength-based, reciprocal, and lifelong. These six defining qualities are what set apart academic
service-learning from traditional teaching styles. However, what does this really mean in a
modern classroom setting?
When looking at academic service-learning from a teacher training standpoint, this term
references the model in which university students take what they have learned in a lecture setting
and then apply that knowledge it in a contextualized classroom environment, focusing on the
life-long implications. In other words, pre-service English Learner (EL) teachers in an academic
service-learning environment effectively apply the knowledge they have gained throughout their
studies in a real-life classroom, using reflection as a tool to help them develop their teaching
competencies.
Service learning is more than just serving the community, though that is one of the
benefits with programs such as these. Rather, it is a way for students to build competencies from
experiences, while also servicing the community which benefits those receiving the service.
“Service learning is a form of experiential learning that focuses on enabling and enhancing
student learning through experience, reflection and connection to academic learning. Service
learning is defined as a means of promoting learning through the creation of connections
between community service volunteering and academic learning” (Brail, 2016). Through use of
learning opportunities such as this, these university students will be better equipped to be future
EL teachers than those who go without this experience. The implications of such hands-on
programs are life-long. This connection between the act of doing and the knowledge created can
be shown using Piaget’s theory of constructivism.
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Defining Constructivism
Constructivism is an approach to learning that holds that people actively construct or
make their own knowledge and that reality is determined by the experiences of the learner
(Mcleod, 2019). This cognitive theory was developed by Jean Piaget in the 1970’s and states that
learners have understanding and knowledge based on their own experiences prior to instruction
and the introduction of material. With this in mind, this means each individual has developed
their own schema, or representation, of a concept. When a new concept is introduced, individuals
then change or rearrange their schema. The representation which they previously had is now
altered to adapt for the influx of new information.
In education, constructivism is used to transform mental function, especially in regard to
how individuals form knowledge. The connection between service-learning and constructivism is
as follows, if the idea that individuals create knowledge based on experiences is true, then preservice teachers who have the opportunity for classroom experiences will gain more knowledge
than those who have fewer experiences. These real-life applications allow for more chances for
experiences to be had in order for knowledge to be created. Not only does this, but these
experiences also allow for more meaningful learning situations to occur. When in combination,
these hands-on opportunities create learning experiences to foster knowledge created along with
meaningful learning to take place, so the concepts have a better chance of sticking.
“Therefore, constructivism means that learning involves constructing, creating, inventing,
and developing one’s own knowledge and meaning. The role of a teacher is a facilitator
who provides information and organizes activities for learners to discover their own
learning defining …learning in the constructivist classroom as a the cycle of questioning,
interpreting, and analyzing information, combining information and thinking to develop,
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build, and alter meaning and understanding of concepts, and integrating new
understandings with past experiences” (Liu, 2010).
The above demonstrates that constructivism is more than just a radical way of thinking. Instead,
this theory has grounds to change the way teacher education is approached and implemented.
Through the use of academic service-learning experiences such as the one in this project, preservice teachers are set up for success and given the opportunity to foster knowledge in a
profound way which will ultimately make them develop a higher level of competency.
Benefits of Service-Learning for the Pre-Service Teachers
There are numerous benefits to service-learning, none more prominent than the real-life
experience gained from such opportunities. Finding an opportunity to experience a given
profession has become the norm, with many institutions requiring learning opportunities such as
internships and practicums to be part of the graduation requirements. Not only do these
experiences lead to beneficial practice time where students can put their developed skills to use
and further hone them, they also allow individuals to gain knowledge by letting these
experiences build on their existing knowledge, especially when followed by self-reflection.
This means that students who participate in such activities are able to build deeper
connections than those who do not. “Many who practice service-learning have the goal of
affecting participants’ attitudes and values, and research suggests that service-learning has the
potential to impact learners in ways that other forms of teaching may not. Service-learning has
been found to be associated with a host of positive outcomes, including greater sensitivity and
empathy; increased commitments to social justice; improved cultural competence or
multicultural skills; and stereotype reduction” (Conner & Erickson, 2017). This suggests that not
only can service-learning experiences create links between the content and application that a
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traditional classroom cannot, but there may actually be more benefits that reach beyond
academics.
In the terms of academics, however, the University of Washington does outline the
academic benefits of such programs in their six characteristics. This include integrative,
reflective, contextualized, strength-based, reciprocal, and lifelong characteristics which coincide
with this way of approaching teaching. On an integrative level, the University of Washington
states “Service-learning holistically integrates class learning objectives, faculty guidance, as well
as community perspective and priorities…Students demonstrate success both academically and
interpersonally.” They continue by describing the benefits of the reflectiveness of servicelearning, stating
“The process of reflection is a core component of service-learning. Service-learning
practitioners and researchers alike have concluded that the most effective service-learning
experiences are those that provide ‘structured opportunities’ for learners to critically
reflect upon their service experience. Structured opportunities for reflection can enable
learners to examine and form the beliefs, values, opinions, assumptions, judgments and
practices related to an action or experience, gain a deeper understanding of them and
construct their own meaning and significance for future actions” (Hays, 2012).
This suggests that the benefits of service-learning include both academic and personal growth on
various plains in relation to the content and application of a given field of work. In the case of
future teachers, having service-learning opportunities provided increases the likelihood that these
individuals who take part in such experiences will have a deeper understanding of the content,
have the ability to better create their own meaning, and thus be able to apply all of these aspects
to their future careers. For EL teachers especially, this suggests they will be better equipped
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teachers than their counterparts who did not take advantage of such service-learning
opportunities.
Service-Learning Project Context
In collaboration with the staff and students of Estabrook Elementary School, pre-service
student teachers enrolled in TSLN 330 at Eastern Michigan University helped facilitate the
operation of an afterschool program designed to aid in the development of English Learners
(ELs) as they foster their skills in their second language (L2.) Over the course of eight, one and a
half hour sessions, the ELs gained knowledge about their community through lessons developed
by the pre-service student teachers, with activities focused on literacy. The ELs completed a preassessment and post-assessment to show their growth over the course of the program. Not only
do these assessments show the improvement in their L2, but so do the works of writing they
created during their sessions. Various pieces of writing from the EL’s were collected,
demonstrating their hard work and the broadening of their literacy skills. The EL’s also gained
confidence as they participated in the afterschool program and had the opportunity to show off
all of the skills they learned during the eight sessions to their parents on the last day of the
program.
Some of the objectives of this service-learning project, as outlined by the course syllabus,
were as follows:
•

Increase confidence in teaching English

•

Increase sense of personal efficacy

•

Critically reflect on practice

•

View service as a positive learning experience

•

Improve ability to transfer course knowledge to new situations
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Demonstrate links between theory and practice

These objectives outlined the expectation for how the academic service-learning experience
would assist the pre-service teachers in the development of their teaching competencies. While
they were assigned a grade for their ability to complete the task summarized above, the
university students also kept a reflection journal, as well as completed a pre-service survey
(figure 1) and a post-service survey (figure 2) to self-evaluate and reflect on how the hands-on
application through this collaboration helped them develop as future English Learner teachers.
Procedure
As stated above, this project was a collaboration with the staff and students of Estabrook
Elementary School, pre-service student teachers enrolled in TSLN 330 at Eastern Michigan
University helped facilitate the operation of an afterschool program designed to aid in the
development of English Learners. This project took place over eight, one and a half hour sessions
that were spread out over the course of five weeks. There were breaks in instruction as well, due
to weather and a university recess. The pre-service teachers, 24 in total, were split into groups
and each group was responsible for teaching one of the eight sessions at Estabrook elementary.
This course started with the instruction in a classroom setting. University students were
given the opportunity to learn the theories they were going to put into practice during the
afterschool program. They reviewed and learned materials to be implemented during their time
working with the Estabrook students. They also practiced the material they were learning by
presenting activities and designing mini lessons to demonstrate the knowledge they were gaining
from the readings and lectures. The pre-student teachers also had in class discussions to share
what they knew about a given concept or what they had learned.
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After the students had prepared for the service-learning experience, the university
students took a pre-assessment (figure 1). This had the students reflect on what they felt they
were able to do, and what they were not able to do, before beginning the program at Estabrook.
This was used to measure how much the university students felt they had grown during the
course of the afterschool EL program. Then, it was time to plan for the learning experiences the
EL students would be participating in. The pre-service teachers designed lessons which focused
on literacy, along with a pre and post assessment to measure the growth of the students. They
worked in their small groups to create related lessons which focused on the development of the
ELs’ literacy skills while also being able to be adapted to a wide variance in the learners’ ability
levels.
The pre-service teachers frequently participated in discussions surrounding the lesson at
Estabrook. These were used to provide evidence that students have completed the required
readings, engaged in classroom tasks, but were mostly used to demonstrate the students’
willingness to share and motivate peers. When the students contribute to these discussions, they
can spark curiosity, help develop criticality and insightful thoughts, and a willingness to explore
the materials they are learning and applying. While these lessons were being designed and taught
for the Estabrook English Learners, the university students were doing more than just teaching
the lessons. They then reflected on their own learning constantly through the use of a reflection
journal. Each week, they were asked to add an entry detailing their reflection for either each
individual session of the week, or the week as a whole. This is a metacognitive strategy to allow
individuals to think about their own learning. Through these strategies, these service-learning
participants will be better prepared to be better EL teachers.
Research Through Self-Reflection

EFFECTS OF A SERVICE-LEARNING EXPERIENCE

11

One of the six defining characteristics of service-learning is reflection. This is a
metacognitive strategy to allow individuals to think about their own learning. When given the
opportunity to reflect, the learning which took place has the potential to become more
meaningful and then in turn have a longer lasting effect. Studies have focused on the potential
impacts service-learning can have. These impacts have been evaluated on both a quantitative and
qualitive level in regard to the difference in academic achievement of those students who
participated in service-learning opportunity and those who did not.
While studies have looked at numerous factors that emphasize the difference in academic
achievement of those students who participated in service-learning opportunity as opposed to
those who did not, Brail suggests that there is limited quantitative data to separate these
differences.
“This study quantifies the impact that participation in service-learning can have on
undergraduate student grade achievement. The data demonstrate that participation in
service-learning results in statistically significant student achievement as measured by
student grades…it should be noted that while grades are certainly an important
measurement of the value of service-learning as an experiential learning activity to
students, educators and university administrators, they remain only a part of the value of
service learning initiatives. In short, assessment of grades may demonstrate student
learning, and improved student grades as a result of service-learning may contribute to
students’ future success in academic and postgraduate endeavors; however, higher grade
achievement is also largely irrelevant from a learning perspective if it does not also go
hand in hand with students’ abilities to develop deep connections through critical and
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reflective experience alongside connection and relevance to service-learning partners”
(Brail, 2016).
This means that while an individual may not obtain higher grades from participating in a servicelearning experience, that does not mean they did not develop critical skills that their counterparts
did not. Rather, these results say the opposite. The quantitative evidence is not there, there were
minimal differences in the grades of those who took part of a service-learning experience and
those that did not, but there is a qualitative difference which should stick out. The university
students in Brail’s (2016) study who did choose to take part in the service-learning experience
had the opportunity to deepen their knowledge and understanding by building connections
between the content and application that the students in the other group did not. Through their
use of critical reflections, they demonstrated how a service-learning opportunity created
meaningful links which would not have existed without such an opportunity.
Methods
This research sought to determine the effects of the service-learning experience on the
English language teacher development of these pre-service teachers. The academic servicelearning project was designed to start with a pre-experience and post-experience survey, as well
as on-going and final reflection tasks, which were conducted by each university student
individually. Before beginning the academic service-learning experience, the enrolled students in
TSLN 330 had to answer a series of questions about their presumed level of language teaching
competencies (figure 1.) The university students attended the service-learning experience and
were required to keep a reflective journal for the duration of the service-learning opportunity.
After the collaboration ended, students then also wrote a reflective piece over the entirety of the
experience. The university students, since they were asked to examine and evaluate their own
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learning during the course of the service-learning experience, would have been able to
demonstrate their growth through their responses on the post-experience survey (figure 2).
Data Collection and Analysis
In order to explore the reflections on the service-learning experience, data from the preexperience and post-experience surveys were compared, and reflection tasks were analyzed.
Similarities and differences in the surveys were noted and written reflections that indicated
growth or confidence in language teaching development were highlighted.
To collect this data, the university students consistently kept a reflection journal, as stated
in the procedure. They were also reflecting constantly on their own learning, as well as the
learning of the ELs. The pre-service teachers were required to keep a reflection journal. At the
end of the experience, the students also had to reflect on their learning as a whole.
These journals were collected, as were the results of the pre-experience and postexperience survey. This data was then analyzed by comparing the responses of each participant
from their pre-experience and post-experience survey to see how their competencies had changed
from before and after the Estabrook program. Their reflection journals were reviewed to see the
qualitative growth along with the quantitative growth, or lack thereof, from the experience
survey. These university students were asked to think critically of their own growth, especially in
regards to their teaching competencies, and how such an experience like this afterschool program
affected them as future EL teachers.
Results
While not every pre-service teacher showed signs of growth, many of these university
students did. As a participant in this study, this researcher also had the opportunity to reflect on
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their own learning and development as a future EL teacher. After spending the semester working
to develop myself as a teacher this is a statement that was taken from my final reflection:
“After taking this course, and teaching this lesson, I feel very affirmed to stay where I am
in education. Another education class I took this semester made me feel as if I was not
capable of being a teacher, but this class makes me feel as if the opposite is true. I am
excited to be a teacher. I love finding creative ways to teach concepts that engage and
excite students to learn and pursue language. After observing and working with these
students, this experience has only solidified my love of language and teaching. When I
am able to apply the things that I am learning with actual students it encourages me that I
am where I need to be. My philosophy of teaching has remained the same – I believe that
every student should have the opportunity to learn, regardless of their first language. Not
only should they have the opportunity to learn, they should have the opportunity to learn
a new language. When looking at all of the backgrounds of the students that I had a
chance to work with, and to hear their stories, it is amazing to see the growth they have
made when the theories that we are learning in class are being applied to their language
acquisition. Through this experience I have learned great things, reinforced my beliefs,
and confirmed that I am meant to be a language teacher.”
In the post-experience self-assessment survey, the pre-service teachers were asked if the
academic service-learning experience had helped them develop as an ESL professional. This
researcher had stated “Yes – anytime I can teach a lesson in a controlled practice setting with
real-life students it helps me grow as a future teacher” (figure 3). This, in combination with the
quote from this researcher’s final reflection, shows how much influence a service-learning
experience such as this can have on the development of future EL teachers.
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As seen in the responses in the pre-experience survey presented in the attached figures,
this researcher, specifically, agreed that they were able to accomplish the given objectives as
outlined by the course syllabus. This means that this pre-service teacher felt they would be able
to accomplish these tasks defined by the can-do statements in an acceptable manner. However,
after the completion of the academic service-learning experience, this individual gained
confidence in their language teaching knowledge and competencies through the experiences at
Estabrook, and in their post-experience survey their responses increased from simply agree to
strongly agree. When looking at this data, one can deduce that this student held a certain degree
of knowledge before attending this service-learning experience. During this experience, while
also reflecting on each day of the experience, the pre-service teacher then shaped the knowledge
they had previously around the experiences of the collaboration. After, when thinking about their
own learning, they were able to self-evaluate to determine that the experience assisted them in
developing their competencies, thus moving their competency level for each can-do statement
from “agree” to “strongly agree.”
Limitations
There were limitations which impacted the results of this study. This could be due to a
few different factors. For one, there were limitations in the length of the project. There were only
eight sessions and they were spread out over a large span of weeks. The sessions themselves
were also only a little over an hour long. With this, the 24 university students were in groups of
3-4 people to teach, so there was very little individual teaching time.
Another factor which could have affected the results in the growth of the students is the
experience and backgrounds that each student has. At this particular university, there are two
groups of students in the class; students are admitted to the College of Education (COE), and
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those who are not. In order for students to study TESOL, they do not need to be admitted to the
COE in order to EL teachers. With this in mind, pre-service teachers who have been in the COE
most likely have had other opportunities to write, and teach, lessons in a real-life classroom
setting. This does not account for all the backgrounds of the student teachers, they may have
more experience working with students, or with EL individuals than others. This may be in part
to the employment or volunteer background of these pre-service teachers. Regardless, these
differences in the past experiences of each university student may have contributed to whether or
not they experienced growth during this academic-learning experience.
Implications
Through the combination of the components of the theory of constructivism with the
discovered benefits of academic service-learning, it can be determined that individuals who have
access and take advantage of such real-life applications will be more successful in their future
endeavors related to their service-learning than those who do not have access and take advantage
of such an experience. It has been demonstrated as well that students who are able to take part in
a service-learning activity or project are likely to be critical thinkers and build stronger
connections between the content and its application. This is because they are using their
experiences to build knowledge rather than just memorizing it and forgetting in the sense of a
traditional learning experience. Pre-service teachers who participate in such experiences allow
their existing schema, or knowledge they possess prior to beginning the experience, to be built
upon and shaped by the new, incoming information that is obtained during the service-learning
opportunity itself.
Then with the use of metacognitive strategies, such as self-reflection, the learning which
took place has the potential to become more meaningful and then in turn have a longer lasting
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effect. Not only this, but these pre-service teachers also are more likely to have developed
personal connections with the application which allows the material to stick better. When all of
these components work together, they allow for better equipped EL teachers to enter the
workforce after graduation. This research implies that pre-service teachers who have access and
take advantage of academic service-learning experiences will be able to demonstrate more
teaching competencies at a higher level when compared to their companions who did not partake
in an academic service-learning experience.
Conclusion
This project examined how a service-learning project helped future English language
(EL) teachers grow. TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages) students
planned and implemented an afterschool program to support young English learners at Estabrook
Elementary. Using Piaget's theory of constructivism, this hands-on, real-world learning
opportunity allowed EMU students to construct their own understanding and reflect on the
experience. Then, through reflection journals and critical discussions, students used
metacognitive strategies to strengthen their expertise. As the ‘students turned teachers’ reflected
on their learning, they grew as EL teachers in ways they would not have without this program.
With all of these experiences in mind, there are clear connections between the concepts the preservice student teachers learned about in previous courses and what is happening in the field.
These are more than just educational and language acquisition theories; they are applicable, reallife tools that allow developing teachers to help ELs develop their language proficiency.
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opportunities for
scaffolding,
interaction, and
noticing {SIN
framework).
I can plan appropriate
lesson stages
warm-up, presentation
of new content,
controlled practice,

0

0

0

0

production,
consolidation.
I can plan a range of
questions to ask in
advance.
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Teaching•
Strongly Disagree

Disagree

I'm not sure

Agree

I can help learners
review knowl edge and
skills learned
previously.

0

I can help learners
activate their schema
and make
connections to new
information.

0

I can explain new
language concepts
clearly at an
appropriate level.

0

I can use strategies to
help learners notice
language features.

0

0

I can give oral and
written instructions
that are easy to
understand and
follow.

0

0

0

0

I can use various
techniques to scaffold
learning.

CJ

I can use questioning
techniques effectively.

0

I can use various
techniques to monitor
and assess learners'
participation
(engagement) and
language
performance.

0
r

Strongly Agree

II

II
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Assessing Learners *
Strongly Disagree

Disagree

I'm not sure

Agree

I can identify
strengths and areas
for improvement in a
learner's performance.

0

I can use the process
and results of
assessment to inform
my teaching and plan
learning for
individuals and groups
(i.e. formative
assessment).

0

I can assess a
learner's ability to
produce a written text
according to criteria,
such as content,
range, accuracy,
cohesion and
coherence etc.

0

0

I can assess a
learner's ability to
understand and
interpret a written text
(including written
instructions). such as

0

0

Strongly Agree

II
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